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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR ARETE
April 6, 1994
This past week Wayne Gretzky became the career scoring leader in
the National Hockey League. For fifteen seasons now The Great
One has been the dominant figure in hockey and in sport. But to
call him The Great One is to grossly understate his
significance. Wayne Gretzky holds sixty NHL records and now has
added one more to the list, as he has broken Gordie Howe's
record in over 600 less games, and eleven fewer seasons than
Howe.
In his eleventh season Gretzky became the all-time leading point
scorer skating past a record that Gordie Howe had established
over the course of twenty-six seasons. Gretzky has now scored
nearly 2500 points, and no one had ever been over 2000. Even
this year when people are saying he is clearly in decline, he
leads the league in scoring.
Gretzky's numbers are impressive even to those who know little
of hockey. But numbers only begin to tell the tale of this truly
extraordinary athlete, who has rewritten NHL record books. Now
the premier player for the Los Angeles Kings, Gretzky's name
will no doubt always be associated with the Edmonton Oilers. In
1990 when the Oilers won their fifth Stanley Cup in seven years
and the first without Wayne, players and coaches alike paid
tribute in post-game interviews. To a man they thanked The Great
One for having taught them how to win. Even in his absence he
remained a presence in the Oiler dynasty. In Orlando, not
exactly a hockey hotbead, Gretzky was voted athlete of the
decade for the 1980s.
Every decade or so an athlete comes along who takes his or her
sport to new and higher levels. The standards of excellence are
raised. The artistry of play is elaborated. Things are done
which have never been done before. Long standing records are
broken. The fans flock to see the new star become a hero. It's
all remarkable and very exciting, worthy of great plaudits.
But only once in a lifetime does an athlete appear who totally
redefines a sport. This is what Wayne Gretzky has done. This is
why in fifty or a hundred years the name Gretzky will stand
alone when the athletes of the second-half of the 20th century
are discussed. His name will carry the same instant and nearly
universal recognition and reverence that today is given to the
likes of Babe Ruth or Muhammed Ali.

Gretzky redefined the game of hockey during the decade of the
Eighties, just as Ruth redefined baseball in the decade of the
Twenties. And both men resurrected and reinvigorated games that
were under a cloud. In the case of Ruth the Black Sox scandal
had left a cloud over baseball. The Babe brought new excitement
and interest changing baseball from a game dominated by pitching
and speed, to a game dominated by the big hitters and the home
run.
In the case of Gretzky and hockey there was no cloud of scandal
to blow away, but much of the press and public had grown weary
of the goon hockey of the Sixties and Seventies. There were
complaints that low scoring adversely affected its appeal on
television. Wayne changed all of that.
Hockey and Gretzky are a perfect match. Hockey is a game of
speed, skills and grace, a fact that should not be hidden behind
the fighting and the muscle. Gretzky's athletic skills have been
developed to levels of artistry which are perfect for this game.
His skating is marked by an economy of motion, with moves never
before seen on the ice. His vision, especially his peripheral
vision, coupled with his hand-eye coordination, and a total
understanding of the game, has taken his passing skills to
levels never before seen. His artistry is unsurpassed, and he
lifts the level of play of all those around him. And as with so
many of the greats, Gretzky like Ruth rises to the occasion, as
he did when he tied and broke the all-time scoring mark in
Edmonton against his former teammates, or as he seems to do
whenever his team needs the crucial goal, as he did with 801
which tied a game in the closing seconds as the Kings fight to
make the playoffs.
Over the years Gretzky's point totals soared and his salary
soared with them. Those playing hockey quickly recognized that
the greatest rewards were to be accrued by scoring, rather than
by defensive prowess. The result has been an increase in
offensive production and a decline in close- checking defensive
play. The game has opened up. Skating, stick-handling and
passing are now the focus; speed and finesse, are the marks of
hockey in the Gretzky era.
Beyond all of this Wayne Gretzky remains the seemingly simple
and modest young man from Ontario, who plays hockey because he
loves it, and who gives as much as he takes from the game. For
those who need to draw their heroes from sport, Gretzky remains
a solid choice. For those who go to sport in search of artistry

and excellence, no one offers more of both than Wayne Gretzky.
He is the Great One.
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you that you
don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser.
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